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Towards	improving	public	understanding	of	judgement	practice	in	
standards‐referenced	assessment:	An	Australian	perspective	
	
	Val	Klenowski	
Queensland	University	of	Technology	
Curriculum	and	standards‐referenced	assessment	reform	in	accountability	
contexts	are	increasingly	dominated	by	the	use	of	testing,	evidence,	comparative	
analyses	of	achievement	data	and	policy	as	numbers	all	of	which	have	given	rise	
to	a	set	of	related	developments.		Internationally	these	developments	towards	
the	use	of	standards	for	assessment	and	accountability	purposes	have	placed	
new	demands	on	teachers,	their	students	and	parents.		How	measures	of	quality	
are	communicated	in	policy,	when	represented	as	standards,	how	they	are	
promulgated	and	how	they	are	used	in	practice,	by	whom	and	for	what	purposes	
become	central	questions	to	an	understanding	of	current	assessment	practice.		
The	argument	developed	focuses	on	the	importance	of	improving	public	
understanding	of	the	implications	of	standards‐driven	reforms	for	teachers	in	
making	judgements	about	the	quality	of	student	work.		Research	of	teachers’	use	
of	standards,	judgement	and	moderation	for	both	accountability	and	
improvement	of	learning	purposes	are	drawn	upon	in	arguing	the	case	for	
increased	public	understanding	of	the	teacher’s	role	in	classroom	assessment	
and	pedagogy.		Quality	processes	that	aim	to	develop	and	to	sustain	the	
dependability	of	teacher	judgement	within	summative	assessment	systems,	and	
that	build	trust	in	teacher	judgement	practice	by	the	teachers	themselves,	the	
parents,	the	students	and	the	public	in	particular	contexts,	are	analysed.		The	
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role	of	judgement	in	assessment,	who	controls	this	field	and	whose	judgement	
counts	are	critically	considered.		
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Towards	improving	public	understanding	of	judgement	practice	in	
standards‐referenced	assessment:	An	Australian	perspective	
	
Introduction	
	
Internationally	there	has	been	a	move	towards	standards‐referenced	assessment	
with	countries	such	as	Australia	developing	a	National	Curriculum	and	
Achievement	Standards,	New	Zealand	adopting	National	Standards	for	literacy	
and	numeracy	that	involve	schools	making	and	reporting	judgements	about	the	
reading,	writing	and	mathematics	achievement	of	children	up	to	Year	8	(the	end	
of	primary	school)	and	in	Canada,	classroom	assessment	standards	aimed	at	the	
improvement	of	assessment	practice	of	K‐12	education	are	being	formulated.		
Standards‐driven	reform	has	major	implications	for	teachers’	work.		The	
consequences	of	adopting	a	standards‐driven	approach	to	educational	change	by	
systems	are	often	under‐estimated	with	the	unintended	effects	not	fully	
understood	by	either	the	policy	writers,	and	the	public,	including	parents.		It	is	
for	these	reasons	that	the	contention	developed	in	this	article	relates	to	the	
teacher’s	role,	which	it	is	argued	remains	central	to	policy	focused	on	the	
improvement	of	the	quality	of	education	and	educational	standards.	
	
Today	governments	are	hungry	for	information	and	are	propelled	to	implement	
such	reforms	because	of	the	perceived	declining	scores	as	reported	in	
international	comparative	analyses	of	achievement	data	of	tests	such	as	PISA	and	
TIMSS.		Governments	have	readily	responded	to	the	PISA	shock	with	centralized	
curriculum	development,	with	increased	testing	and	with	loss	of	faith	in	
	 4
teachers’	judgements.		The	media	too	has	seized	on	‘numbers’	and	declining	
scores	from	international	tables	to	present	a	view	of	education	that	is	distorted	
or	in	a	state	of	crisis.		The	belief	that	tests	and	examinations	are	the	only	
objective	and	reliable	representations	of	student	achievement	become	accepted	
by	the	public.		Ironically,	when	standards‐driven	reforms	are	initiated	teacher	
judgement	remains	fundamental	yet	research	conducted	in	this	current	context	
is	limited.		The	research	that	has	been	conducted	in	relation	to	teacher	
judgement	has	focused	more	on	inter‐rater	reliability	in	relation	to	the	training	
of	examiners	(Baird,	Greatorex	and	Bell	2004;	Johnson,	Penny	and	Gordon	2001;	
Suto	and	Greatorex	2008).		The	importance	of	raising	awareness	and	informing	
the	public	of	the	significance	of	teacher	judgement	in	the	use	of	standards	for	
valid	and	reliable	assessment	practice	is	presented.	
	
The	quality	processes	that	help	to	develop	and	sustain	the	dependability	of	
teacher	judgement	within	summative	assessment	systems	are	those	that	have,	
and	build,	trust	in	teacher	judgement	practice	by	the	teachers	themselves,	the	
parents,	the	students	and	the	public.		Recent	empirical	research	conducted	in	
Queensland,	Australia	(Klenowski	&	Adie,	2009;	Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	2010;	
Adie,	Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	2011;	Connolly,	Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	
2011)	is	used	to	explicate	the	role	of	judgement	in	assessment	and	to	critically	
analyse	who	controls	this	field	and	whose	judgement	counts.		It	is	emphasised	at	
the	outset,	that	unlike	places	like	England	and	the	US,	Queensland	has	a	history	
of	externally	moderated	school‐based	assessment	in	the	senior	years	(Years	11	
and	12)	with	standards‐based	and	teacher	moderated	assessment	at	the	core	of	
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the	Queensland	senior	assessment	model.		However,	the	introduction	of	the	use	
of	standards	by	teachers	of	Years	1	‐	10	was	a	new	experience	for	many.	
	
Identifying	the	Issues	
	
It	is	important	to	improve	the	understanding	of	those	outside	the	specialist	
assessment	community	including	parents,	teachers,	students	and	the	wider	
public,	and	policy	influencers	such	as	media	and	non‐teaching	education	
professionals,	of	the	implications	of	standards‐driven	reforms	on	teachers’	
judgement	practice.		Research	in	the	field	of	teacher	judgement	to	examine	how	
standards‐referenced	assessment	practice	connects	with	curriculum	and	
learning	and	to	identify	the	various	purposes	of	assessment	in	contexts	of	
accountability,	with	increased	expectations	of	improved	standards,	becomes	a	
priority.		Understanding	the	implications	of	standards‐driven	reforms	for	
teachers’	pedagogic	practice	as	they	work	to	improve	the	standards	of	the	
quality	of	student	work	on	the	one	hand,	and	attend	to	equity	issues	on	the	other,	
is	also	in	need	of	critical	attention	and	understanding	by	those	in	the	profession	
but	also	the	public.			
	
Reconsidering	the	Purposes	of	Assessment		
	
To	begin,	clarity	concerning	the	understanding	of	the	purposes	of	assessment	is	
vital.		Reference	is	made	to	the	work	of	Paul	Newton	(2007,	2010)	who	has	
recently	reconsidered	the	purpose	of	assessment	from	a	categorization	of	three	
levels.		The	judgement	level	is	the	first	of	these.		This	level	of	purpose	relates	to	
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the	technical	aim	of	an	assessment	event,	which	includes	standards‐referenced	
judgements	expressed	as	grades	or	marks.		The	second	level	of	assessment	
purpose	is	the	decision	level,	which	concerns	the	use	of	an	assessment	
judgement	for	enacting	a	decision,	action	or	process.		Third	is	the	impact	level,	
which	relates	to	the	intended	impacts	of	an	assessment	system,	such	as	in	
ensuring	that	students	are	motivated	to	learn	and	that	all	students	learn	the	
intended	curriculum	for	each	subject.		These	are	impacts	specifically	attributable	
to	the	design	of	the	particular	assessment	system	not	to	the	characteristics	of	the	
wider	educational	system	within	which	it	operates	(Newton	2007:150).		This	
reconsideration	of	the	purposes	of	assessment	will	be	used	to	illustrate	how	the	
first	of	these	levels	becomes	prominent	in	the	move	to	standards‐referenced	
assessment	systems.	
	
In	countries	such	as	Australia	and	New	Zealand,	where	standards‐referenced	
systems	have	been	introduced	there	has	been	limited	opportunity	and	
consequently	a	paucity	of	research	to	inform	policy	developments.		These	
reforms	have	occurred	quickly	for	as	Patricia	Broadfoot	and	Paul	Black	(2004:	9)	
noted	‘decisions	about	assessment	procedures	–	particularly	those	concerning	
high	stakes	testing	of	various	kinds	–	are	as	often	based	on	perceived	political	
appeal	as	they	are	on	a	systematic	knowledge	on	the	scientific	evidence	
concerning	fitness	for	purpose’.		This	assertion	very	much	applies	to	the	
Australian	context	and	as	argued	elsewhere	if	national	testing	programs	are	to	
genuinely	improve	outcomes,	as	distinct	from	reporting	them,	then	we	need	to	
acknowledge	that	it	is	the	teacher	not	the	test	that	is	the	primary	agent	of	change	
(Klenowski,	2012a).		The	preoccupation	in	the	media	with	results	and	the	
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comparative	analyses	of	schools’	performances	deprives	public	understanding	of	
the	contextual	conditions	and	sociocultural	influences	that	impact	on	students’	
learning	and	achievement.	
		
The	judgement	level	of	purpose	that	has	come	to	dominate	teachers’	work	in	
Australia	and	New	Zealand	because	standards	require	teachers	to	generate	a	
particular	kind	of	judgement	outcome	such	as	a	grade	linked	to	an	achievement	
standard	as	in	Australia,	or	National	Standards	as	in	New	Zealand.		In	Australia,	
teachers	are	expected	to	use	their	standards‐referenced	judgements,	to	report	
twice	yearly	on	students’	achievement	expressed	as	a	grade	from	A	to	E.		At	the	
decision	level	of	purpose	it	is	the	use	of	the	assessment	results	that	become	
significant	when	for	instance,	a	student	seeks	entry	to	a	particular	university	
course	of	study.		The	social	or	educational	impact	of	assessment	is	illustrated	
when	learners	are	motivated	to	improve	the	quality	of	their	learning	or	when	
teachers	align	their	teaching	with	the	curriculum	requirements	of	the	Australian	
curriculum.		In	each	of	these	levels	of	purpose,	the	teacher’s	role	remains	central,	
and	teacher	judgement	becomes	fundamental.		Yet,	teacher	judgement	research	
in	this	context	remains	limited	and	findings	are	in	their	infancy	in	these	
countries	experiencing	recent	standards‐driven	reform.	
	
Historically	there	has	been	an	emphasis	on	the	distinction	between	formative	
and	summative,	although	Newton	(2007:	155)	questions	whether	there	is	
actually	a	meaningful	distinction	to	be	drawn	at	all.		Summative	he	argues	is	
characterized	as	a	type	of	assessment	judgement	in	that	it	operates	at	the	
judgement	level	of	discourse	while	formative	characterizes	a	type	of	use	to	which	
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assessment	judgements	are	put	and	therefore	operates	at	the	decision	level	of	
discourse.		It	is	at	both	these	levels	where	the	teacher’s	role	is	heightened	in	
relation	to	use	of	assessment	data	or	feedback	to	make	judgements	or	decisions	
using	standards.		The	distinction	referred	to	by	Newton	will	be	used	to	illustrate	
how	summative	assessment	or	the	judgement	level	has	increasingly	encroached	
on	teacher’s	teaching	and	classroom	practice.	
	
The	Teacher‐Student	Dynamic	
	
John	Hattie	has	recently	emphasized	the	quality	of	teaching	(which	is	taken	to	
include	the	teacher’s	assessment	practices),	and	teacher	contributions	to	student	
learning	(2009,	2012).	In	Hattie’s	synthesis	(2009:	35)	of	many	meta‐analyses	he	
concluded	that	“[i]t	is	what	teachers	get	the	students	to	do	in	the	class	that	
emerged	as	the	strongest	component	of	the	accomplished	teacher’s	repertoire,	
rather	than	what	the	teacher	specifically,	does.”		It	is	when	teachers	make	use	of	
assessment	data	to	inform	their	students	of	what	actions	or	decisions	they	need	
to	take	to	improve	their	learning,	and	when	they	use	that	data	to	motivate	their	
students	to	take	action,	that	matters.		It	is	also	when	teachers,	themselves,	use	
the	assessment	data	to	make	decisions	and	take	actions	in	relation	to	their	own	
teaching,	that	the	decision	level	of	purpose	of	assessment	becomes	most	explicit.		
This	decision	level	of	purpose	of	assessment	has	most	relevance	for	the	principal	
stakeholders	in	this	exchange	–	the	students.		They	are	the	recipients	of	the	
outcomes	of	these	levels	of	purpose	of	assessment	and	there	is	no	denying	that,	
“assessment	shapes	who	and	what	we	are	and	cannot	be	treated	as	a	neutral	
measure	of	abilities	and	skills	that	are	independent	of	society”	(Nietzsche	cited	
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by	Stobart,	2008:	6).		The	significance	of	the	judgement	level	of	purpose	of	
assessment	is	again	emphasised.					
	
Hattie	too	argues	that	we	should	not	overlook	those	who	are	best	positioned	to	
evaluate	the	teachers	–	the	students	who	share	the	classroom	with	the	teacher	
day	in	and	day	out.		He	claims	that:	“what	matters	are	conceptions	of	teaching,	
learning,	assessment,	and	teachers	having	expectations	that	all	students	can	
progress,	that	achievement	for	all	is	changeable	(and	not	fixed),	and	that	
progress	for	all	is	understood	and	articulated.		It	is	teachers	who	are	open	to	
experience,	learn	from	errors,	seek	and	learn	from	feedback	from	students,	who	
foster	effort,	clarity,	and	engagement	in	learning”	(Hattie,	2009:	35).		The	
decision	level	of	assessment	is	highlighted	here	and	the	way	that	assessment	is	
integral	to	the	teaching	and	learning	cycle	is	explicated.	
		
Research	conducted	in	Australia	illustrates	how	the	teacher‐student	dynamic	
operates	at	the	different	levels	of	purpose	of	assessment	in	the	context	of	
standards‐driven	reform	(Wyatt‐Smith,	Klenowski	&	Gunn,	2010;	Klenowski	&	
Adie,	2009).		With	the	increase	in	summative	assessment,	or	the	judgement	level	
of	purpose,	teachers’	effective	use	of	the	standards	to	assess	the	quality	of	
student	learning	is	important	for	it	is	this	level	of	purpose	that	has	far‐reaching	
effects	on	students’	learning	and	life	trajectories.	
	
Australian	Context	
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In	Australia	the	judgement‐level	purpose	has	become	prominent	with	the	
introduction	of	the	National	Assessment	Program	–	Literacy	and	Numeracy	
(NAPLAN)	in	2008	and	the	development	and	uptake	in	2012	by	most	
jurisdictions	of	a	national	curriculum	and	achievement	standards.		At	the	time	of	
the	launch	of	the	federal	government’s	MySchool	website	(www.myschool.com)	
it	was	claimed	that	NAPLAN	was	designed	to	serve	the	national	interest	by	
measuring	the	student	outcomes	in	literacy	and	numeracy.		Today	each	
individual	school’s	performance	is	published	on	the	MySchool	website	which	the	
federal	government	maintains	achieves	transparency	for	parents	to	evaluate	
schools’	performance,	and	to	target	schools	that	are	underperforming.		Each	
school’s	profile	page	includes	a	colour	coded	summary	table	of	the	school’s	
NAPLAN	results	to	identify	substantial	differences	between	the	results	from	the	
school	compared	with	the	Australian	average	and	the	results	of	statistically	
similar	schools	(ACARA,	2009).	
	
Comparisons	between	the	states	now	tend	to	dominate	media	reports	with	the	
rather	unsurprising	outcome	of	issues	of	low	equity	reported	each	year.		In	
addition,	the	lack	of	alignment	with	curriculum	and	assessment	practice	has	had	
the	predictable	corrupting	effects	of	high‐stakes	accountability	testing	on	
learning	and	teaching	(Gardner,	2006;	Harlen,	2006;	Nichols	&	Berliner,	2008;	
Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	2012;	Klenowski,	2012b).			
	
In	Australia	while	the	judgement	level	of	purpose	has	come	to	prominence	it	
could	also	be	said	that	the	impact	level	of	purpose	is	evident	in	the	way	in	which	
change	to	the	assessment	system	has	come	about.		Each	jurisdiction	within	
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Australia	is	responsible	for	curriculum	development,	implementation,	
assessment	and	reporting.		States	and	territories	are	working	with	the	Australian	
Curriculum,	Assessment	and	Reporting	Authority	(ACARA),	an	independent	
authority,	towards	a	more	nationally	consistent	approach.		Yet	each	jurisdiction	
is	developing	its	own	plan	for	implementation	and	teacher	support.		The	case	of	
Queensland	is	analysed,	and	critically	considered,	as	it	is	in	this	context	that	
recent	research	concerning	the	implications	of	standards‐driven	reform	for	
teacher	judgement	practice	has	been	conducted.	
	
The	assessment	types	practised	in	Queensland	include	teacher	assessment,	at	
the	judgement	level	for	the	award	of	A‐E	grades	reported	to	students	every	
semester	in	every	year	in	every	subject.		School‐based	testing	and	assessment	
also	comprises	the	National	Assessment	Program	–	Literacy	and	Numeracy	
(NAPLAN)	tests	which	are	conducted	in	May	each	year,	students	receive	their	
results	in	September,	and	the	school	receives	diagnostic	information	in	
December	or	January.		The	results	are	reported	on	the	MySchool	website	with	
attention	increasingly	given	to	the	results	for	individual	students.		Teacher	
judgement	remains	central	to	all	performance	evidence,	which	includes	that	
generated	in	standardized	testing	as	well	as	in	classroom‐based	programs.		
	
Achievement	Standards	
Teachers’	assessment	practices	have	been	challenged	and	jurisdictions	have	had	
to	consider	the	level	of	support	they	provide	to	teachers	in	these	times	of	
assessment	change.		ACARA	has	had	the	responsibility	for	the	development	of	a	
national	curriculum	of	content	descriptions	and	achievement	standards.	This	is	
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claimed	to	be	ostensibly	a	futures‐oriented	curriculum	that	incorporates	more	
open‐ended	questions,	which	require	students	to	apply	their	understanding	and	
to	demonstrate	their	skills.		The	achievement	standards	are	published	features	of	
quality	against	which	teacher	judgement	can	now	be	held	accountable	or	
scrutinized.		They	comprise	a	written	descriptor	plus	annotated	student	work	
samples,	to	indicate	an	expectation	of	the	quality	of	learning	that	students	should	
typically	demonstrate	by	a	particular	juncture	in	their	schooling.		An	example	of	
the	Year	9	(14	year	old)	achievement	standard	for	Science	follows.			
	
By	the	end	of	Year	9,	students	explain	chemical	processes	and	natural	
radioactivity	in	terms	of	atoms	and	energy	transfers	and	describe	
examples	of	important	chemical	reactions.	They	describe	models	of	
energy	transfer	and	apply	these	to	explain	phenomena.	They	explain	
global	features	and	events	in	terms	of	geological	processes	and	
timescales.	They	analyse	how	biological	systems	function	and	respond	to	
external	changes	with	reference	to	interdependencies,	energy	transfers	
and	flows	of	matter.	They	describe	social	and	technological	factors	that	
have	influenced	scientific	developments	and	predict	how	future	
applications	of	science	and	technology	may	affect	people’s	lives.	
	
Students	design	questions	that	can	be	investigated	using	a	range	of	
inquiry	skills.	They	design	methods	that	include	the	control	and	accurate	
measurement	of	variables	and	systematic	collection	of	data	and	describe	
how	they	considered	ethics	and	safety.	They	analyse	trends	in	data,	
identify	relationships	between	variables	and	reveal	inconsistencies	in	
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results.	They	analyse	their	methods	and	the	quality	of	their	data,	and	
explain	specific	actions	to	improve	the	quality	of	their	evidence.	They	
evaluate	others’	methods	and	explanations	from	a	scientific	perspective	
and	use	appropriate	language	and	representations	when	communicating	
their	findings	and	ideas	to	specific	audiences.	
(www.acara.edu.au/curriculum)	
	
This	standard	is	designed	to	indicate	the	achievement	that	students	should	
typically	demonstrate	by	the	end	of	Year	9.		At	the	impact	level	of	assessment	
teachers	in	Australia	are	required	to	assess	students’	application	of	their	
understandings	and	the	development	of	their	skills	such	as	inquiry,	analysis,	
investigation	and	reflection.		Teachers	are	provided	with	student	work	samples,	
the	related	assessment	task,	the	student’s	response	and	annotations	identifying	
the	qualities	of	learning	evident	in	the	student’s	response	aligned	to	the	
achievement	standard.		ACARA’s	advice	is	that	together	the	achievement	
standard	plus	the	annotated	work	samples	help	teachers	to	make	judgements	
about	whether	students	have	achieved	the	standard.		An	essential	process	
remains	missing	from	ACARA’s	guidance,	which	is	how	the	standards	are	to	be	
used	at	the	different	levels	of	purpose	of	assessment	and	what	this	means	for	
teachers’	practice,	for	the	various	levels	of	the	assessment	system	from	the	
jurisdictional	level	in	terms	of	the	additional	support	and	resources	that	teachers	
will	require	to	use	the	standards	effectively,	to	the	classroom	level	in	terms	of	
the	implications	for	their	practice.		
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The	standards	provide	a	common	set	of	stated	reference	points	and	the	way	they	
are	represented	conveys	expectations	of	quality	and	levels	of	performance.	
Teachers	are	now	increasingly	challenged	at	all	levels	of	the	system	–	student,	
classroom,	school,	community,	district,	regional,	state	and	national	‐	as	they	are	
being	told	on	the	one	hand	to	increase	the	NAPLAN	results	of	their	students,	and	
on	the	other	to	make	standards‐referenced	judgements	on	the	basis	of	the	
achievement	standards	and	exemplar	materials.		From	the	research	conducted	in	
Queensland	it	is	evident	that	teachers	require	a	greater	range	of	resource	
support	and	professional	development.		Education	departments	of	the	
jurisdictions	are	providing	resources	and	development	opportunities	however	
continued	monitoring	and	evaluation	will	be	required	to	establish	the	level	of	
support	required	for	the	effective	use	of	standards	to	achieve	the	intended	goals	
of	quality	learning	outcomes.	
	
Implications	for	Teachers’	Practice	
	
Throughout	Australia	teachers	will	now	be	expected	to	use	the	achievement	
standards	in	their	assessment	practice.		Standards‐referenced	reforms	plus	the	
shift	towards	a	futures‐oriented	curriculum,	mean	that	teachers	can	no	longer	
rely	solely	on	assessment	formats	such	as	standardised,	paper‐and‐pencil,	
multiple‐choice	or	short‐answer	tests.		These	formats	are	considered	
reductionist	in	that	students	cannot	demonstrate	the	extent	of	their	knowledge	
fully.		The	level	of	sophistication	of	their	skills	and	the	depth	of	their	
understanding	is	often	more	accurately	assessed	through	the	application	of	these	
understandings	and	skills	by	demonstrations	as	in	live	performances	or	
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presentations.		The	implications	are	that	teachers’	planning,	and	assessment	
programs	of	high	quality,	will	have	to	be	designed	so	that	students	are	provided	
with	the	variety	of	opportunities	to	demonstrate	their	achievement	of	the	
curriculum	content,	and	the	development	of	their	skills	and	understandings	
inherent	in	the	achievement	standards	for	the	Australian	Curriculum	learning	
areas.		
	
Given	the	variety	of	skills	and	understandings	that	will	be	assessed	teachers	will	
now	be	expected	to	assess	folios	of	work,	gathered	over	the	reporting	periods	to	
the	end	of	a	semester	or	the	end	of	the	year,	for	an	on‐balance	judgement	of	the	
standard	achieved.		The	assessment	of	folios	of	work	involves	moderation	
practice	as	a	necessary	supportive	process	for	teachers’	judgement	practice	to	
address	the	threats	to	validity	through	‘construct‐irrelevant	variance’	or	
‘construct	under‐representation.’	(Messick,	1989;	Klenowski,	2002).		These	
demands	for	quality	assessment	tasks	and	assessment	of	folios	of	work	have	
significant	implications	for	the	levels	of	support	and	resources	made	available	to	
teachers.	
	
Queensland’s	Approach	
	
The	framework,	to	support	Queensland	teachers	in	2012	in	the	use	of	
achievement	standards	builds	on	prior	research	(Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	
2010;	Connolly,	Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	2011)	and	policy	developments	(QSA,	
2012;	ACACA,	1995)	and	includes	guidelines	and	advice,	resource	development,	
professional	development,	communicated	using	ICT	infrastructure	
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(http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/10195.html).		For	the	past	six	years	the	Queensland	
Studies	Authority	(QSA)	has	continued	to	develop	the	Queensland	Comparable	
Assessment	Tasks	or	QCATs,	which	teachers	have	used	in	Years	4,	6	and	9	in	
English,	Maths	and	Science	(http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/3163.html).		These	
tasks	have	been	developed,	refined	and	more	recently	re‐designed	to	assist	
teachers	to	understand	the	qualities	in	student	work	indicative	of	the	national	
achievement	standards.		They	are	derived	from	the	concept	of	‘rich	tasks’	and	are	
performance	oriented	
(http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/newbasics/html/richtasks/richtasks.ht
ml).			
	
The	QCATs,	which	now	align	with	the	national	curriculum,	are	intended	to	model	
quality	task	design	at	the	appropriate	level	of	demand	to	demonstrate	
understanding	as	well	as	skills	of	critical	thinking,	reflection	and	investigation.		
Designing	tasks	to	provide	students	with	relevant	opportunities	to	demonstrate	
disciplinary	knowledge	at	a	particular	standard	and	to	also	apply	that	knowledge	
to	be	assessed	by	presentation	or	performance	requires	a	more	sophisticated	
approach	to	assessment	task	design.		As	seen	from	the	example	of	the	standard	
for	Year	9	Science	students,	they	are	now	expected	to	demonstrate	skills	in	
inquiry,	analysis	and	design	as	well	as	content	knowledge.		The	Queensland	
Studies	Authority	at	a	systems	level	has	invested	in	support	for	teachers	by	
developing	QCATs	to	model	exemplary	assessment	tasks	pitched	at	the	
appropriate	standard	to	fulfill	the	demands	of	the	achievement	standards.		
Further,	to	meet	the	diverse	needs	of	students,	different	assessment	formats	
have	been	designed.		Again	these	formats	incorporate	more	open‐ended	
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questions	requiring	students	to	apply	their	understanding	and	to	demonstrate	
their	skills,	heightening	the	importance	of	teacher	judgement	
(www.qsa.qld.edu.au).		
	
Moderation	
Moderation	or	‘social	moderation’	(Linn,	1993)	is	a	process	involving	
practitioners	in	discussion	and	debate	about	their	interpretations	of	the	quality	
of	assessed	work.		Moderation	is	a	social	practice	that	involves	teachers	
exchanging	views	about	the	standard	or	grade	awarded	to	a	representative	
sample	of	teacher‐assessed	student	work.		A	central	purpose	is	to	promote	and	
support	consistency,	comparability	and	inter‐rater	reliability	in	teacher	
judgement	(Maxwell,	2009;	Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	in	press).		This	practice	is	
considered	appropriate	particularly	with	the	introduction	of	a	standards‐
referenced	system,	and	is	an	important	way	in	which	standards	are	promulgated.		
Teachers	explicate	their	interpretations	of	assessment	criteria	and	standards	
with	the	aim	of	reaching	agreement	regarding	the	standard	assigned	to	the	
student	work	or	portfolio	of	evidence	being	scrutinised.		Social	moderation	is	
thereby	based	on	teacher	professional	judgement	as	opposed	to	statistical	
approaches	of	equating.		
	
‘Consensus	moderation'	is	a	term	that	has	been	used	to	describe	this	form	of	
social	moderation.		While	consensus	is	often	emphasized	in	definitions	of	
moderation,	during	the	meeting	different	interpretations	of	the	standards	will	
emerge	as	practitioners’	deprivatise	their	judgement	practice	or	when	they	state	
their	interpretations	publicly.		It	is	from	such	instances	of	disagreement,	
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however,	that	new	knowledge	or	understanding	can	be	generated	in	relation	to	
the	interpretation	of	the	standards.		This	interpretivist	perspective	aligns	with	a	
sociocultural	view	of	learning	and	assessment	(Gipps,	1999;	Scarino,	2005;	
Murphy	&	Hall,	2008;	Pryor	&	Crossouard,	2008)	in	that	moderation	as	a	social	
practice	acknowledges	that	the	cultural	context,	the	texts,	the	teachers’	beliefs	
and	values	will	mediate	their	judgements.		Moderation	meetings	provide	the	
opportunity	for	the	development	of	professional	learning	communities	where	
the	enhancement	of	the	teachers’	learning	about	standards	and	judgement	
practices	becomes	possible.		The	development	of	a	professional	community	of	
practice	or	an	assessment	community,	either	within	the	school	or	between	
schools,	has	been	identified	as	a	way	of	increasing	confidence	in	teachers’	
judgement	by	the	teachers	themselves	and	among	the	users	of	the	assessments	
(Harlen,	2005).	
	
Using	standards	for	the	first	time	is	challenging	for	teachers	as	their	confidence	
in	how	to	use	the	standards	develops	over	time.			It	is	through	the	application	of	
the	standards	in	the	assessment	of	student	work	that	the	standards	acquire	
meaning	for	the	teachers	and	they	gain	improved	understanding	of	the	features	
of	quality	for	the	particular	standard.		This	is	because	standards	when	written	as	
verbal	descriptors	require	interpretation	and	application	in	a	community	of	
practice.		The	dependability	of	teachers’	judgements	is	sustained	through	
moderation	(Harlen,	2005)	and	it	is	in	the	conversations	that	teachers	have	in	
this	process	that	their	understanding	of	the	learning	goals	and	related	criteria	
are	developed.		Standards	need	to	be	validated	through	interpretation	and	
negotiation	in	moderation	practice	and	should	be	empirically	derived.		
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As	identified	by	Royce	Sadler	(1998)	when	teachers	are	engaged	in	making	a	
judgement	of	student	work	they	draw	on	a	variety	of	intellectual	and	
experiential	resources.		Teachers	require	a	superior	knowledge	about	the	subject	
content	or	the	material	that	students	need	to	learn.		They	also	need	an	
understanding	of	the	criteria	and	standards	(or	performance	expectations)	that	
are	appropriate	to	the	assessment	task.		Furthermore,	they	require	evaluative	
skills	in	making	judgements	about	students’	efforts	on	similar	tasks.		Finally	a	
“set	of	attitudes	or	dispositions	towards	teaching,	as	an	activity,	and	towards	
learners,	including	their	own	ability	to	empathise	with	students	who	are	
learning,	their	desire	to	help	students	develop,	improve	and	do	better,	their	
personal	concern	for	the	feedback	and	veracity	of	their	own	judgements,	and	
their	patterns	in	offering	help”	(Sadler,	1998:	80‐2)	are	further	requirements.	
	
Research		
	
How	standards	inform	and	‘regulate’	teacher	judgement	of	student	work	in	the	
middle	years	of	schooling	was	the	subject	of	a	large‐scale	Australian	Research	
Council	Linkage	project.		The	study	was	conducted	in	Queensland,	with	the	
support	of	the	Queensland	Studies	Authority	(QSA),	to	also	identify	how	best	to	
support	teachers	in	times	of	standards‐referenced	assessment	with	increased	
demands	on	their	practice.		In	this	study	teachers	were	using	achievement	
standards	for	summative	assessment	or	at	the	judgement	level	of	assessment	
purpose	for	the	first	time.			
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The	qualitative	study	was	conducted	over	a	period	of	three	years	with	49	schools	
and	89	teachers.		A	total	of	164	interviews	were	conducted	pre‐moderation	(90)	
and	post‐moderation	(74)	associated	with	observations	of	75	moderation	
sessions.		Data	were	organised	into	sets,	Nvivo	software	was	used	to	code	and	
categorise	data,	emergent	themes	were	progressively	refined.		A	constant	
comparative	method	and	an	interpretivist	approach	were	utilised	to	identify	
patterns	in	the	data.		Sociocultural	theories	of	learning	and	assessment	(Wenger,	
1998;	Murphy	&	Hall,	2008;	Rogoff,	2008;	Pryor	&	Crossouard,	2008)	
underpinned	the	analysis	and	provided	the	analytic	lens	to	identify	and	explain	
the	many	influences	on	teachers’	judgements	beyond	the	criteria	and	standards	
linked	to	the	assessment	tasks.				
	
Key	research	findings	as	they	relate	to	the	use	of	standards,	moderation	and	
teacher	judgement	support	the	contention	that	it	is	the	teacher’s	judgement	that	
counts.		The	findings	also	indicate	the	significant	challenges	that	emerge	for	
teachers	to	understand	and	interpret	the	standards	when	they	are	first	
introduced	and	then	for	teachers	to	develop	an	understanding	of	how	the	
standards	shape	their	assessment	and	teaching	practices.		A	further	challenge	for	
teachers	presents	when	they	apply	their	skills	in	the	use	of	the	standards	to	
enable	the	participation	of	the	range	of	diverse	learners	in	their	classes.	The	
implications	for	future	policy	and	practice	are	identified	following	a	discussion	of	
the	relevant	key	findings.			
	
Discussion	of	Key	Findings	
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A	significant	finding	from	the	research	was	that	the	provision	of	standards	and	
annotated	samples	of	student	work	were	found	to	be	necessary	but	insufficient	
for	teachers	to	develop	consistency	in	their	judgements	of	student	work	and	
comparability	in	their	standards‐referenced	judgements	(Wyatt‐Smith,	
Klenowski	&	Gunn,	2010).		Standards	are	historic	in	nature	in	that	they	are	
socially	constructed	at	a	particular	point	in	time	and	can	therefore	be	subject	to	
change	over	time.		Further	support	such	as	that	provided	in	moderation	
meetings	where	teachers	can	develop	and	inform	their	judgement	practice	was	
found	to	be	necessary.		As	teachers	come	together	in	moderation	meetings	and	
articulate	their	interpretations	of	the	evidence	in	the	student	work	in	relation	to	
the	standards,	they	develop	a	level	of	confidence	and	understanding	of	how	the	
standards	are	used.		Standards,	annotated	samples	with	a	commentary	
articulating	the	trade‐offs	made	to	arrive	at	that	particular	judgement,	and	
moderation	practice	are	all	required.		Providing	teachers	with	exemplars	that	
have	associated	commentaries	helps	to	develop	and	support	the	development	
and	improvement	of	teachers’	judgement	practice	in	standards‐referenced	
assessment	systems.	
	
If	teacher	use	of	standards	is	to	fulfill	the	assessment	purposes	at	the	level	of	
judgement	and	the	decision	level	of	improved	learning	then	greater	clarity	about	
these	purposes	and	functions	of	standards	would	help	illustrate	and	realise	the	
significance	of	the	teachers’	role.		In	Australia	the	functions	of	achievement	
standards	have	been	identified	as	clarifying	the	expected	quality	of	learning	to	be	
achieved,	providing	a	useful	discourse	with	which	teachers	can	discuss	the	
student’s	current	achievement	level	and	progress	to	date,	and	implications	for	
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development	with	the	students	and	their	parents.		It	has	also	been	reported	that	
achievement	standards	help	to	identify	those	students	whose	rate	of	progress	
puts	them	at	risk	of	being	unable	to	reach	satisfactory	achievement	levels	in	later	
years	(National	Curriculum	Board,	2008).		Given	the	growing	global	trend	for	
using	standards	not	just	for	accountability	but	also	for	the	purpose	of	improving	
learning,	clarity	about	how	standards	can	and	are	to	be	used	to	achieve	these	
purposes	requires	policy	and	research	support.	
	
The	way	standards	are	formulated	influences	not	only	their	representation	but	
also	suggests	a	particular	approach	to	judgement.		Standards	provide	a	common	
set	of	stated	reference	points	however	if	they	are	represented	in	a	matrix	format	
then	it	was	found	that	teachers	are	more	likely	to	adopt	an	analytic	approach	to	
judgement	(Klenowski	&	Wyatt‐Smith,	2010).		Using	an	analytic	approach	often	
results	in	the	weighting	of	criteria	and	the	process	of	judgement	becomes	
atomised	in	that	the	assessor	allocates	marks	to	particular	criteria	with	a	
summing	up	of	the	marks	to	award	the	grade.		If	however,	the	standards	are	
represented	in	the	form	of	continua	then	a	more	holistic	approach	to	judgement	
is	taken	(Sadler,	2007).		This	approach	results	in	a	more	evaluative	exercise	and	
is	often	related	to	the	nature	of	the	assessment	task,	which	requires	a	complex	
response	in	that	there	is	no	one	correct	answer.		Given	the	increased	cognitive	
demands	of	a	futures‐oriented	curriculum	and	the	more	open‐ended	nature	of	
the	assessment	tasks	a	more	holistic	approach	to	judgement	would	appear	to	be	
more	suitable	and	a	representation	of	standards	as	continua	more	appropriate.		
To	ensure	the	validity	and	reliability	of	the	interpretations	of	the	standards	
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when	adopting	a	holistic	approach	will	entail	teachers	engaging	in	moderation	
practice.	
	
Understanding	how	the	representation	of	standards	influences	the	approach	to	
judgement	and	the	promulgation	of	standards	becomes	a	further	significant	
consideration.		To	achieve	valid	and	reliable	use	of	standards	for	learning	
improvement,	will	therefore	involve	teacher	judgement	and	moderation	practice	
that	includes	the	use	of	exemplars	with	the	provision	of	a	commentary	to	explain	
the	trade	offs	and	configural	properties	of	judgement	(Cooksey,	Freebody	&	
Wyatt‐Smith,	2007;	Wyatt‐Smith	&	Klenowski,	2012),	the	interpretation	of	
evidence,	consistency	and	comparability	in	judgements	of	common	learning	
goals.	
	
Conclusion	
Teacher	judgement	is	under‐researched	and	in	its	infancy	and	while	there	is	a	
substantial	research	base	on	inter‐rater	reliability	(Baird,	Greatorex	and	Bell,	
2004)	much	of	this	research	has	been	conducted	in	the	context	of	examinations	
not	at	the	level	of	teacher	judgement	practice	at	the	decision	level	of	purpose	of	
assessment.		
	
If	the	introduction	of	a	standards‐driven	approach	to	reform	is	to	achieve	the	
intended	goals	of	improvement	towards	excellence	in	learning	and	teaching	then	
investment	in	the	teacher	workforce	by	authorities,	government	and	universities	
(pre‐service	education)	in	support	of	a	shift	to	a	more	balanced	approach	to	
assessment	that	recognizes	and	supports	teacher	judgement	practice	is	required.	
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With	standards‐driven	reform	teacher	judgement	and	moderation	are	both	
necessary.		As	outlined	in	this	article:	
 guidance	in	how	to	use	the	standards	at	the	different	levels	of	
assessment	purpose,		
 the	provision	of	annotated	exemplars	with	commentaries	that	
explain	the	trade	offs	and	configural	properties	of	the	judgement	
process	(Wyatt‐Smith	&	Klenowski,	2012),		
 the	identification	of	evidence	in	the	student	work	to	support	the	
teacher’s	judgement	in	the	explication	of	interpretations	of	
standards	in	communities	of	practice	for	consistency	and	
comparability	purposes	and	
 	moderation	practice	
are	all	needed	in	a	standards‐based	system.	
	
Teachers	are	viewed	as	the	primary	change	agents,	their	judgement	practices	are	
integral	to	the	requirements	of	assessment	tasks	and	expectations	of	quality	
performance.		They	are	best	placed	to	identify	important	steps	for	students	to	
improve	in	their	learning	and	to	develop	useful	insights	about	how	best	to	
change	pedagogy	to	meet	a	student’s	particular	learning	needs.	Judgement	is	at	
the	very	heart	of	assessment	yet	an	appreciation	of	the	importance	of	the	quality	
of	evidence,	interpretation	of	the	standard	and	moderation	practice	has	largely	
been	restricted	to	the	academic	community.		It	is	time	for	policy	officers,	and	
those	outside	the	specialist	assessment	community,	particularly	parents,	when	
considering	standards‐driven	policy	reform	to	be	more	informed	of	the	value	
and	importance	of	the	teacher’s	role	in	judgement	practice	and	what	this	implies	
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for	policy	and	resource	support	to	achieve	the	intended	outcomes	of	improved	
learning	and	teaching	through	the	effective	use	of	standards.	
	
Where	has	all	the	judgement	gone?	by	Ralph	B	Peck	is	a	seminal	article	that	
derived	from	the	Fifth	Laurits	Bjerrum	Memorial	Lecture	which	he	delivered	in	
Oslo,	Norway	in	1980.		It	is	just	as	important	for	us	as	educators	for	although	
Peck	was	an	engineer	he	was	also	an	educator.		The	significance	of	this	article	
lies	in	the	answer	to	this	question	that	Peck	raised:	
It	[judgement]	has	gone	where	the	rewards	of	professional	recognition	
and	advancement	are	greatest	–	to	the	design	office	where	the	sheer	
beauty	of	analysis	is	often	separated	from	reality.		It	has	gone	to	the	
research	institutions,	into	the	fascinating	effort	to	idealize	the	properties	
of	real	materials	for	purpose	of	analysis	and	into	the	solution	of	intricate	
problems	of	stress	distribution	and	deformation	of	idealized	materials.		
The	incentive	to	make	a	professional	reputation	leads	the	best	people	in	
these	directions.	(DiBiagio	&	Flaate,	2000:	61)	
There	are	parallels	here	with	education	in	that	when	we	ask,	whose	judgement	
counts	in	a	standards‐referenced	system?	The	answer	lies	with	teachers.		Yet,	as	
identified	by	Peck	in	the	context	of	engineering	“designers	and	regulatory	bodies	
tend	to	place	increasingly	reliance	on	analytical	procedures	of	growing	
complexity	and	to	discount	judgement	as	a	nonquantitive,	undependable	
contributor	to	design”	(DiBiagio	&	Flaate,	2000:	59).		In	Australia	we	have	also	
witnessed	a	discounting	of	teacher	judgement	and	valid	forms	of	teacher	
assessment	as	‘nonquantitive’	and	‘undependable’	with	the	increased	emphasis	
on	NAPLAN	results	and	testing	data.	
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In	education	trust	in	teacher	judgement	(Harlen,	2005;	O’Neill,	2002)	needs	to	be	
maintained.		As	educators	there	is	room	for	development	in	our	understanding	of	
what	teacher	judgement	entails	and	how	it	is	used	and	enacted.		Such	research	
will	not	only	help	to	develop	improved	teacher	judgement	but	also	ultimately	
lead	to	higher	standards	in	learning	for	this	and	future	generations	of	students	to	
live	healthy,	productive,	ethical	and	safe	lives.	
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